The Sloping Land Conversion Programme (SLCP; 'Grain for Green') forms one part in a suite of programmes focused on 'ecological construction' in minority areas of Western China. It aims to increase vegetation and reduce poverty by providing payments to households for retiring agricultural and grazing land to plant trees and grass. This paper examines how SLCP is being experienced and perceived in one agro-pastoral Tibetan community in Sichuan Province on the eastern Tibetan Plateau, and focuses on livelihoods impacts, environmental sustainability, and local versus state meanings. Participants were motivated by purely financial reasons, but some, especially poorer households, were concerned about impacts on livelihoods. Respondents questioned the environmental impacts and rationale of SLCP given the low survival rates of trees and lack of incentives for longterm management. There were barriers to moving to off-farm work alongside a resistance to leaving a subsistence livelihood base and agro-pastoral lifestyle. Positive views about the policy's environmental and wellbeing benefits were reserved for plantations on unproductive land. Local responses to SLCP highlight issues with wider state-led policies that expropriate land and resources and privilege economic valuation of the environment.
deems to be 'ecological' trees (timber species), five years for 'economic' trees (fruit and nut trees), and two years for grass. Subsidies of grain were initially provided to households instead of cash, but this was phased out. The programme ran until 2010, and payments will extend until 2018 unless it is extended further.
Although the scheme has increased vegetation cover and reduced surface run-off and soil erosion (Liu et al., 2008) , there is concern over the social, economic and environmental effects of the programme (Cao, 2011) . Overall, the programme has been presented as an environmental success at the regional level, but specific problems regarding implementation, as well as negative social and environmental impacts, have been reported locally. The planting of inappropriate species, especially in the arid and semi-arid regions of China (Shaanxi Province), resulted in reduced soil moisture and reduced understory growth, consequently reducing vegetation cover and diversity compared to the natural recovery in an abandoned plot (Cao et al., 2009a) . Potential problems include the lack of conditionality, adaptation to local conditions, and mechanisms to ensure trees survive and are not harvested, which belie the programme's overall ecological success (Bennett, 2008) .
STUDY SITE
The community of Samdo (gsum 'dus; Chinese: Sangdui) 1 is located in the northern part of Daocheng (Tibetan: Dabpa; 'dab pa) County, in the Ganzi Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province (PRC) at an altitude of 3,950 m, and comprises four villages and around two hundred and twenty households. This valley community is, in fact, one of three groups of villages within Sangdui township (xiang), which incorporates ten villages. It is the most northerly of the three and holds the township government offices. It is located in the easterly Kham region of Tibet 2 on the south-eastern part of the Tibetan Plateau, where milder climatic conditions result in subalpine, cold temperate forest ecosystems. The study site is dominated by relatively flat plateaus and grasslands, and the forested valley slopes consist mainly of conifers (fir and spruce) mixed with broadleaved deciduous and evergreen species (larch and oak). The majority of rural Tibetans in this region are agro-pastoralists, with households allocating varying levels of resources between the two livelihood modes. They lead a semi-nomadic lifestyle characterised by seasonal vertical shifts to grazing land, combined with farming in permanent settlements located in the valley, where they grow grain (barley) and a small number of vegetables for household use and trade. Since economic liberalisation in the early 1980s, demand by Chinese consumers for the parasitic medicinal caterpillar fungus (Ophiocordyceps sinensis) has fuelled a rapid transition to a cash economy in areas of the Plateau where the fungus grows (Winkler, 2008) . In 2009, an average of seventy-two per cent of household cash income in Samdo came from selling the fungus (Woodhouse et al., 2014) . The mean average household annual income was 6,639 yuan (median = 5,500, ranging from 850 to 20,000 yuan; n = 50). Samdo is located in the west of Sichuan Province, an area recognised for its high level of biodiversity and endemism (Conservation International, 2012 locally relevant indicators of wealth such as house size, presence of a shrine room, ownership of a motorbike and number of livestock, which were used as indicators of wealth. Based on these indicators, households were categorised into three wealth categories: poor (n = 11), middle (n = 26) and wealthy (n = 13).
The questions were piloted in six households in a neighbouring valley and then fifty interviews were conducted in Samdo, one in each household sampled, representing twenty-three per cent of the households in the valley. Interviews were carried out in the respondents' homes in the Kham Tibetan dialect with help from a translator, recorded in agreement with the participants, and translated into English. During the period of field work (May to June 2009; January to April, then August to December 2010), I gained further knowledge through discussions with key informants with particular knowledge and expertise (e.g., government workers at the village and county level, elders and village leaders). Living in the valley also provided opportunities to observe everyday situations and allowed for contextualisation of the interview data. Qualitative interview data were stored, managed and coded using NVivo (QSR International, 2010) . 5
RESULTS

Local implementation of 'Grain for Green'
SLCP is conducted using a top-down approach, whereby quotas are set by the provincial government, which then allocates quotas to county offices of the Forest Bureau, and then townships and villages.
For Samdo, tree survival rate for compliance is seventy-five per cent, and cash subsidies are set at 3,150 yuan per hectare per year for eight years. From 2009, compensation rose to 3,600 yuan. Poplar (Populus schneider) and spruce (Picea balfouriana) have been planted in roughly equal proportions in Samdo. The Forest Bureau reported that poplar had been chosen by the government because it is fastgrowing and demands lower maintenance. According to local government, the land targeted for planting was on slopes where there is evidence of flooding or landslides, and areas considered unused.
Annual inspections of township planting schemes are carried out by the county Forest Bureau, after which payments to household should be given. The County Forest Bureau noted a number of problems with the programme, including: livestock incursions in plantation areas, necessitating fencing at greater cost; the relatively low survival rate of saplings; and the greater level of care needed compared to other parts of China due to Daocheng's harsh climate.
More than half (twenty-eight out of fifty) of those interviewed in Samdo had planted trees on their own allocated land (used for agriculture and grazing), and according to local government figures, a total of 1,500 mu 6 (100 hectares) has been planted in the township. 7 Of the land that had been allocated to the fifty interviewed households (21.5 hectares), 3.9 hectares had been planted. Those who had participated had planted, on average, thirty-six per cent of their land (ranging from ten to one hundred per cent, i.e. retiring all of their available farm land). Many people had participated in communal planting on government land in April 2009, for which they received seventy yuan per day.
The principle of volunteerism was followed to a large extent, in that people chose whether or not to participate in both planting on their own agricultural land and through communal efforts.
Nevertheless, participants were instructed by local government officials as to which trees to plant and where to plant them.
The greatest contributor to erosion, which the SLCP aims to reduce, is thought by the Chinese Government to be farming on steep slopes, so the programme is intended to target these and other unproductive areas for retirement (Liu et al., 2008) . In Samdo, however, where cultivation is generally carried out in the valley floor, most plots on flat land next to farmland are still being cultivated or used for grazing by households. 8 Some areas of afforestation on agricultural land were very small, not on sloping land, and had been fenced off to protect it from livestock. Although the local government had attempted to balance this with communal plantations on sloping mountain sides, there appeared to be a mistargeting of productive plots for conversion. Rather than slopes, flat land in the township that fell into the targeted area was accepted for retirement, and areas alongside the road were planted, probably to facilitate monitoring. There were visible areas where the tree planting had failed and trees had died. The local government planned to replace these trees but no further planting was planned beyond 2010. In key-informant interviews with local officials from the Forest Bureau of Daocheng County the programme was presented as a great success and was said to have 'restored' the land. 6 Mu is a Chinese unit of land measurement: one hectare equals fifteen mu. 7 Figure provided by the Township government of Sangdui. 8 Households have use-rights over areas of land. This began in the early 1980s with the introduction of the Household Responsibility System, which redistributed collective land and resources (e.g., livestock) to individual households.
Local perspectives on 'Grain for Green'
Perceived impacts on material wellbeing
Tree planting under the 'Grain for Green' scheme provoked a particular and consistent response in members of the community in Samdo.
In response to open-ended questions about the impact of the programme, people did not generally frame this activity as the state doesas an initiative to restore the environmentbut primarily in economic terms: thirty-six of the fifty households surveyed saw the primary positive benefit to be the cash payments. Others (ten out of fifty), mainly those who had not participated, saw no benefits at all, and only two households reported the environmental benefits of the scheme in terms of protection against soil erosion and flooding. Many people described the tree planting scheme as payment for relatively easy worka purely economic transactionbut the act was generally not seen as meaningful in any other way.
More than half of people interviewed (twenty-eight out of fifty) had voluntarily joined the scheme due to the incentive of payments, showing the pull of cash income in an increasingly monetised Tibetan economy where consumer goods such as motorbikes, televisions and mobile phones are readily available. More importantly, cash is increasingly needed for rising post-primary education costs and healthcare bills (Fischer, 2008) . Of those who had planted trees on their land, the SLCP subsidies were providing, on average, nine per cent of their cash income. For some households, payments were perceived to exceed opportunity costs in the short term, with the added benefit of freeing up labour for other sources of income. A greater proportion of poorer households were concerned about the impact of SLCP on their livelihoods (five out of eleven categorised as poor expressed concerns, as opposed to two out of thirteen in the wealthy category). Six of the poor households had chosen not to plant on their land at all, primarily because of livelihood concerns (i.e. not having enough land to feed children), combined with uncertainty and suspicion about the government's intentionthe same reasons some middle and wealthy households chose not to participate. Poorer households tended to have smaller household sizes and therefore less labour capacity as well as smaller plots of land (Table   1 ). Concerns about the impacts on livelihoods, which sixteen of the fifty household respondents expressed, centred on not having sufficient land for growing food, or enough money after payments end to buy food: 'It [SLCP] is good if you get enough money. But for this family, if we plant trees on the farm land, the children won't have enough to eat and we would not have enough money to buy food from the market. ' [sixty-four-year-old man; agro-pastoralist; non-participant in SLCP] Indeed, eight of the ten households not raising livestock participated in planting trees on their farmland.
The SLCP is designed to induce structural change in the rural economy by incentivising the retirement of land and a movement to alternative employment options, as the over-supply of on-farm labour and the cultivation of marginal land are seen to be a driving force in rural poverty in China. This offers the best chance for the programme to meet its ambitious win-win aim for environment and poverty alleviation. A minority of households (fourteen out of fifty) had members with off-farm employment in nearby towns, as well as within Samdo itself. This work, however, was largely limited to construction work and other manual labour. More lucrative skilled labour and jobs in the service industry (e.g. mechanics, traders and veterinarians) were confined to middle-income and wealthy households who had more education. This reflects the broader trend of rural Tibetans being at a competitive disadvantage due to disparities in education and skills (Fischer, 2013) . Eleven of these households were participating in SLCP, suggesting that the scheme was incentivising households to shift labour to off-farm employment. For the remaining seventeen households receiving SLCP subsidies, the barriers to accessing off-farm work were too great or the incentives not great enough (see also Grosjean and Kontoleon, 2009 ). In Samdo, poor households with little access to transport, social capital or education were constrained from accessing skilled work (four out of eleven were employed off-farm, but this was limited to menial construction labour). They also tended to receive fewer benefits from the thriving trade in caterpillar fungus due to limited labour capacity and trading networks, although all households are benefiting from the trade (Woodhouse et al., 2014) . Ideas about future development in the local area centred on increasing access to caterpillar fungus (often deemed to be the 'the only way to get a high income here', as put by a fifty-eight year old male informant and agro-pastoralist), and ensuring the continuation of livestock and agricultural production, which were linked to historically-rooted Tibetan ideas of identity.
Environmental sustainability issues
There was disillusionment with the scheme at a practical level, and, echoing scientific research, local people questioned both the environmental benefits and the methods of implementation. Several residents reported that trees had died on their land, either since they had received the funds or before, in which case they did not receive full compensation. In the latter case, one respondent had reported that it had been too late to cultivate the land that year. There was a sense of absurdity about the planting scheme given the low survival rates and the apparent lack of accountability in the compensation process:
'There are no resultsit's not good or bad. After the government people go, the trees die, and when they come back we plant more trees. ' [thirty-year-old woman; agro-pastoralist; SLCP participant] Low survival rates were considered by respondents to be the result of a combination of poor sites and minimal after-care, especially protection from livestock. Limited training on tree care (e.g. watering seedlings, protection from livestock) had reportedly been conducted, but government support for continuing maintenance was absent. Overall, badly-managed implementation meant that incentives for after-care were insufficient, and perceived corruption with respect to the local government's distribution funds within the scheme (voiced by two respondents) is unlikely to incentivise participants to look after the trees.
Beyond the eight years that the payments run, no further incentives for management and maintenance of the vegetation will be provided. This severely undermines the ecological sustainability of the programme, and there was a lack of certainty voiced in Samdo about who would be responsible for the trees in the future. These local problems reflect broader concerns about the lack of accountability and permanence of the scheme. Given that the majority of households had not shifted employment away from the land, and families will not see economic or social benefits from trees beyond the payment period, it is likely that at least some will return the land to cultivation and grazing. This outcome does not appear to be unusual: in one study in Shaanxi Province in Northern China, as many as one third of farmers reported that they planned to return to farming after SLCP payments end (Cao et al., 2009b) .
Local and contested meanings about land conversion
Beyond these economic benefits and drawbacks, and the practical difficulties of ensuring tree survival, local people in Samdo also noted how the scheme relates to local meanings given to the environment, their livelihoods and their way of life. The dissonance between the SLCP and traditional agro-pastoralism was emphasised by some, especially older people. One man questioned the meaning of the project, since livelihoods and environmental protection had been compatible in the past:
'It [SLCP] is bad because Khampas 9 need to eat butter and tsampa [barley meal]. It is meaningless…in the old times we were able to protect the trees, and have farms, and herd our cattle but we can't do all these things together any more. ' [sixty-two-year-old man; agropastoralist; SLCP participant] Here, the conflict with traditional livelihoods and lifestyles was elaborated by emphasising the The SLCP has the stated principle of volunteerism, which was associated with the failed massmobilisation campaigns of the Maoist era, and the unpaid labour on behalf of the state that characterised that period. At worst, the SLCP was seen as a continuation of the afforestation campaigns under Mao, in which an emphasis on quantity over quality resulted in a thirty per cent survival rate, despite claims of success (Smil, 1993: 59) . Unlike some studies which suggest that participants had been coerced into involvement in the SLCP (Weyerhaeuser et al., 2005; He, 2014) , this was not the case in Samdo, although there was little or no autonomy regarding locations and the tree species planted. As noted above, twenty-two of the fifty households surveyed had decided not to participate because of mistrust and concern about loss of productive land. The trees planted under SLCP did not evoke non-monetary appreciation as natural forest did, or those trees planted on mountainsides that had the potential to become forest. Direct references to religious or cultural meaning in discussions regarding the SLCP were notable by their absence. This stands in sharp contrast with forest protection under the NFPP and laws on hunting wildlife, which were viewed through a religious framework and seen as a means of meeting religious obligations (Woodhouse, 2012) . Protection of forest, facilitated in part through government rules on logging and firewood collection, and allowing the monastery authority over several sacred sites, were seen as a way of supporting relationships with autochthonous gods and spiritsthe yul-lhawhich are associated with non-extractive norms on certain mountains surrounding the valley. 11
The implementation of SLCP represents the imposition of the recent Chinese state discourse of 'ecological construction' on the landscape as a means to support economic growth and ensure social stability. Central policies are conveyed to local governments as directives to implement. In this process, ecological construction was interpreted by local government officials as 'restoration', and emphasis was placed on increasing vegetation cover, and meeting or exceeding targets for number of trees planted, rather than targeting ecologically vulnerable areas. Although local Tibetans in Samdo recognised that deforestation had occurred in recent history, and saw the natural regeneration of trees as connected to karmic good and a positive sign of both environmental and community recovery, the idea of actively restoring forest did not appear in discussions in the same way. It did not seem possible from the local perspective to construct forest, especially on areas of land associated with livelihoods -the pastures and agricultural land. In fact, several people distinguished between the 'natural' (rang byung) and planted trees when discussing the landscape. The apparent and reported low survival rates under the SLCP only served to confirm these distinctions to local people.
DISCUSSION
The SLCP is one programme within a set of Chinese state policies which are transforming rural people's access to land and resources, their livelihoods, and the landscapes of which they have historically been a part. The policies are founded upon the premise that environmental restoration is dependent on shifting livelihoods away from agriculture and pastoralism, in an apparent win-win for the environment and poverty. As illustrated here, through the case study of the SLCP in a Tibetan rural community, the process has pronounced local economic effects, as well as cultural and political implications.
Overall, the legitimacy and sustainability of the programme is threatened by a mismatch between rhetoric and the experienced realities of people on the ground. The SLCP is certainly impressive in its scale and the speed with which it has been implemented. Using the narrow and short-term criteria of participation and increase in vegetative cover, the programme can be viewed as an overall success (Liu et al., 2008) . However, although many people in Samdo viewed the primary benefit to be the income they received from the scheme, there was visible evidence of poor sapling survival, and some people, especially poorer households, expressed concerns about the programme conflicting with livelihoods through the retirement of agricultural and grazing land in the valley. Research suggests that there are variations across communities with respect to the economic impacts of the SLCP, including improvements in income (Lin and Yao, 2014; Yin et al., 2014) and decreases in income inequality (Li et al., 2011) as well as reduced income (Liang et al., 2012) . Overall, it appears that impacts are dependent on local economic conditions and institutional structures (Yao et al., 2010; He, 2014) . Actual economic changes, which are positive for at least some households in Samdo, may not align exactly with subjective experiences (Wang and McClaren, 2012) , but the latter remain important for participation, sustainability of the program and experienced wellbeing. The apparent variation in benefits along wealth lines in Samdo parallels research which shows that poorer households are less able to cope with changes, having fewer livelihoods choices and more insecure income (Ma et al., 2009; Wang and McClaren, 2012) . The flat-rate compensation does not account for inter-household production variability, and the consequent differing opportunity-costs potentially affecting distributional justice outcomes.
Given the finite nature of the payments, to meet the win-win objectives of poverty alleviation and environmental restoration, the programme needs to be complemented by structural economic change.
In Samdo, a minority of households were engaged in off-farm work, but this was not combined with a desire (or even an ability) to reduce or abandon subsistence livelihoods, and was largely confined to sectors such as construction that pay poorly. Far from moving off the land, people are committed to the caterpillar fungus trade, which reduces their dependence on undesirable menial-wage employment and is intertwined with the pastoral lifestyle, although the income it brings may be impacting livelihood decisions, such as herd composition, in certain Tibetan areas (Sulek, 2010) . The amounts received in SLCP subsidies pale in comparison to earnings from caterpillar fungus which provide, on average, seventy-two per cent of household income (Woodhouse et al., 2014) . Those focused on livestock raising were more likely to have made the decision not to plant trees on their land, suggesting that pastoralists are focused on retaining their household asset base (and, indeed, owning livestock, alongside other assets, was one local measure of wealth). Tibetans tend to use subsistence occupations as a livelihood base for coping with uncertainty, and as a basis for engaging in labour markets on their own terms, in preference to menial-labour jobs which do not align with cultural norms regarding dignity (Fischer, 2008) . There was certainly some investment in off-farm work, which reflects the Tibetan economy's overall transformation away from the primary sector towards construction and service industries in response to policies of this type (Fischer, 2011) . The SLCP and tuimi huancao go hand-in-hand with the more radical push towards urbanisation through the 'ecological migration' policy, which also employs financial incentives. There is evidence, however, that Tibetans face many challenges in shifting their livelihoods away from pastoralism and settling in urban areas, including social disruption, reduced livelihood security and lack of employment (Du, 2012; Tashi and Foggin, 2012) . At least in the case of the SLCP, there is the option to reconvert land back to agriculture or pasture. But the question remains as to the future of pastoralist and agropastoralist livelihoods in western China, given the pressures facing rural people. To a large extent, the caterpillar fungus trade allows a continuation of rural life in places like Samdo, although the heavy reliance on this trade means that any future collapse in the market could be disastrous for rural livelihoods. More broadly, Fischer (2013) argues that development in Tibet and the structural shift away from the primary sectordriven by government policy and subsidiesare based on a disempowerment model, which, despite improvements in overall material wealth, results in the marginalisation of Tibetans and reinforcement of cultural biases, resulting in even greater inequalities. (Harris, 2010) . Although there is evidence of extensive deforestation in western China in the twentieth century, the mistargeting of land, poor sapling survival and the fragmentation of small plots amidst pasture or cultivated land in Samdo will reduce the positive ecological impact. This parallels research which suggests that the potential ecological and biodiversity benefits are not being realised (Viña et al., 2013) , and in some areas, lack of attention to local conditions can, in fact, have negative impacts on diversity, water availability and vegetation (Cao et al., 2009a; Cao et al., 2011) .
The contrast between the approach of 'ecological construction' used by the Chinese state and local ideas of nature is highlighted in the distinction made by local people between planted and natural forest. Beyond the subsidies it generated, the former did not have value, particularly on previously productive land. The fact that people were much more positive about plantations on state-held mountainsides not being used for grazing only serves to highlight this divergence in ideas. The government discourse attempts to legitimise these interventions, but despite their lack of political agency, Tibetans were contesting these ideas and were fully cognisant of the parallels with failed previous environmental management campaigns, as well as the broader efforts to enact control over natural resources. The dissonance between government discourse and local ideas highlights the importance of cultural recognition when considering justice within environmental programmes (Sikor et al., 2014) . There is a need to move beyond the concerns about payments' efficiency and technical details, towards considering how intervention processes can acknowledge the distinct identities, histories and visions of nature held by local people. This is particularly pertinent where power asymmetries already exist between the Chinese authorities and local communities, especially in ethnic-minority rural areas, which overlap considerably with the rangelands of western China where these policies are being implemented. Indeed, this lack of recognition, political exclusion and the structural inequalities created by development policies help explain the politics of protest in Tibet as well as the revival of Tibetan culture (Fischer, 2012) .
As a state-run rather than purely market-driven enterprise, the SLCP deviates from conceptions of neo-liberal conservation in some respects, resulting in no real shift in power, but rather expropriating control over resources. It is similar, however, in using an economic valuation of the natural environment which paves the way for commodification, a process that involves monetisation and appropriation (Gómez-Baggethun and Ruiz-Perez, 2011). Critics have presented ethical reasons for contesting commodification (e.g. McCauley, 2006) , but it may also result in counter-productive impacts on the material environment. An emphasis on financial valuation has been shown to undermine other forms of value which are not amenable to pricing but serve to cultivate conservation sentiments (Bowles, 2008; Vatn, 2010) . There is a risk that programmes like SLCP will undermine non-economic incentives for stewarding the environment, of which there are several dimensions in Tibet, centred on customary management systems and Tibetans' cosmological beliefs.
Commodification has occurred through the mobilisation of paid labour to plant what are largely monocultures on agricultural and pastoral land, which abstracts the trees (and the meaning they may otherwise hold) from their social and ecological contexts. External interventions related to 'ecological construction' are decoupling rather than reconnecting pastoral and agro-pastoral society from the supporting ecological system, ultimately impacting sustainability and resilience . For example, SLCP has been shown to have reduced the swidden agricultural systems and related crop diversity of the Dulong People of Yunnan Province, which is central to their livelihoods and culture (Shen et al., 2010) .
With a focus on local perspectives, this case study illustrates the problems faced by rural communities in China, with policies like 'ecological restoration' that are centred on technical solutions, top-down approaches and monetary incentives and subsidies. By expropriating land and resources through the physical relocation of people, these policies undermine the long-term continuity of rural livelihoodsespecially those centred on pastoralismto which many Tibetans remain rooted. The minority nationalities targeted by such policies have fewer resources to cope with these changes and wield less political power with which to contest processes. The increased interest of the Chinese government in commodity and pricing approaches only reflects wider global socio-political trends in which economic rationality is expanded into ecosystems. But the particularities of the situationthe topdown approach and power differentials between the state and local communitiesmake it of particular concern. The policy rhetoric promises a simple solution to the complex problems of ecological sustainability and economic poverty. As shown by the increases in vegetation cover, the approach can succeed in the short-term as a tool for environmental improvement if viewed in one dimension, but the lack of consideration for broader concepts of human well-being, cultural and livelihood viability, equity and participation, as well as ecological sustainability, is unlikely to result indespite promises ofa long-term win-win outcome.
